Register Ramblings

What is a Multiple Dial?   Part I - The Problem!

It may sound an obvious question since it’s pretty clear to most of us that Cube Dials or one of the several categories of Multifaceted dials are Multiple dials.  However, where the Register is concerned the question becomes a little more complicated.  At present, courtesy of the late Andrew Somerville’s careful analysis of such dials using the categories first suggested by Thomas Ross in 1890, we recognise 10 categories of multiple dial (see table) including the generic (and the most fraught!) ‘Multiple’ one.


Categories 8A, 8B, 8F, 8G, 8H, and 8J are, with few exceptions, associated solely with dials of known or suspected Scottish origin and, largely, are well designated by Andrew’s excellent work.  We are left then with categories 8, 8C, 8D and 8E in which to designate all other multiple dials and it is in these broader categories where the trouble begins. Currently we have recorded 147 Cube Dials, 21 Market Cross Cubes, 15 Diptych Dials and 142 Generic Multiple Dials.  

What are the difficulties?  Well, first of all let’s ask what is a Cube Dial?  Must a dial have to have five dials on it (all four sides and the top?) to be a real Cube Dial?  There are cubes that have only dials on two or three sides and have a finial on top.  At what point do we designate a ‘Market Cross Dial’?  Is it only because we know the pedestal used to be a part of an actual market cross, or just that we might suspect it or even because the pillar seems high enough to have been one or to be called one?

Again what is a Diptych Dial?  Do they have to look like an open book or will any dual-dialled multiple fall into this category?  What if the two dial faces are on (any) two sides of a cube or a three sided prism? What if there are two dials of similar design and construction on adjacent sides of the corner of a building.  Are these to be called Diptych dials?  What about paired Direct East and West Dials on opposite sides of a buttress or even on opposite eaves of the same building?

Then we have the biggest problem – that of ‘Category 8’.  There are still many cases in the Register where more than one dial on a building has been recorded as a single Multiple.  At the Parish Church in Leighton Buzzard there are five dials; a pair of Direct South dials on adjacent buttresses, a paired set of Direct East and West dials and one North facing dial.  Although these are now all separated and individually recorded in the Register, at one time all five were recorded as a ‘single’ multiple dial.  St Mary’s Parish Church, Hitchin in Hertfordshire is another case – there, the two vertical declining dials on the octagonal tower are entirely different in design and date.  Again these are now recorded as separate dials but they were classed as a ‘single’ multiple at one time.

I first realised the need to sort this problem out when I was looking for a Multiple dial in the grounds of Shrewsbury Library and expecting a cube dial; only to have my wife call out to me to look up. The two (huge!) dials in question are placed high up on adjacent sides of the building and arranged around a corner!  Are these really to be considered as one Multiple dial?  I don’t think so.  I believe that we need to recognise that such dials are separate yet we also need to recognise that in such a case they are nevertheless ‘paired’ with each other.

I shall set out some of my views and the current Register practice in the next Ramblings.  Do let me have your views though and tell me about any examples of unusual ‘multiple dial types’ that you feel I ought to consider.
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